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  Promise and Destiny


   


  Take our children to the stars.


  Reva’s awareness expanded across the dark, cold void of space. She heard, as if from a great distance, a chorus of whispering voices. All around her was darkness, but on the edges of her vision, she caught brief glimpses of white-blue light. When she turned to look at them, however, they faded in the same way that distant stars fade when looked at directly.


  Somehow, she knew that the pulses of light were combining and recombining to form a complex network, like neurons in the human brain. In the silence, signals spread through this network with remarkable speed. 


  She closed her eyes and reached out to them, offering herself to the collective.


  As she did, the ancient alien consciousness began to awaken. She heard the gurgling of the underground streams, the drip-drip-drip of the subterranean caves, the bubbling of countless hot springs that had never seen the stars. A light began to rise over the horizon, sending the darkness to flight.


  But it was not the light of the sun that dispelled the darkness. It was fire, falling from the sky in great sheets like a deadly aurora.


  Everywhere it touched, all was extinguished. Her skin began to prickle as the rain of destruction swept over the entire world. She tried to run, but her legs wouldn’t respond. She was unable to do anything but watch as the awakening collective was broken and destroyed.


  Take our children to the stars.


  Reva’s eyes flew open. She was lying on her bed in the captain’s quarters of the Temujin, the tangled sheets drenched with her own sweat. Her heart raced so fast that sitting up made her dizzy. Several minutes passed before she was able to stand.


  It had been nearly two weeks since their flight from Star’s End. Even so, the room still felt eerie to her. Most of the officers’ quarters had been furnished lavishly with spoils taken from all across the Outworlds. But Captain Gulchina had furnished her own quarters with antiques that gave the place an austere feel. The central piece was a low-set table made from authentic Earth wood and inlaid with a pattern of burgundy, teal, and mother-of-pearl. It lacked a screen or electronics of any sort. In much the same way, the finely woven rug on which it sat was like something out of the ancient past, like an heirloom from Earth itself. Of course, that was impossible. Yet still, Reva couldn’t shake the feeling that something haunted the place, some malevolent spirit from a long-lost age.


  Isaac checked the scanners for the dozenth time since their last jump. The bridge of the Temujin was deathly quiet. Only the hum of the ventilation system broke the silence. Outside the forward window, which spanned a full semi-circle around the bridge, the endless sea of stars shone softly. All of the chairs were empty and all of the screens dark, except his. And yet, as Reva awoke, he couldn’t help but feel that whatever haunted the captain’s quarters haunted the bridge, as well.


  I had the dream again.


  I know.


  She sighed and pulled herself out of the sweat-drenched sheets. The woolen rug felt pleasantly soft against her bare feet, and she took a few moments to stretch out the kinks in her neck and shoulders. 


  You’ll feel better after a shower.


  Isaac was right. The hot, pressurized water washed the sweatiness away, replacing it with a refreshing fragrance. She stood in the center of the unit with her arms above her head while the jets sprayed her from every side and angle. For the first time since waking, she began to relax.


  Tomas closed his eyes and enjoyed the sensation of the water rushing over Reva’s body. He’d been unable to sleep through her nightmare, but now, he could finally get some rest.


  Sleep, Reva commanded. The darkness enveloped him, and he fell into peaceful slumber.


  Isaac’s arms tensed. He didn’t like the sort of power that Reva had over them. It reminded him of how she’d taken over during the fight, controlling Jebe and his men like puppets to hunt down and assimilate every man aboard the Temujin.


  I’ll never do that again, she tried to reassure him. But she couldn’t tell whether he believed her. Isaac’s innermost thoughts were shut off from her.


  She sighed. For better or worse, Isaac’s apprehensions were unfounded. With the loss of Star’s End and the extermination of everything that lived there, Reva’s power was severely limited. Without a larger collective to draw on, the most she could do was command the others to sleep.


  Shivering, she ended the rinse cycle. Hot air blasted through the ceiling vents above her, enveloping her in warmth like an invisible blanket. She closed her eyes against the roar and lifted her hands high above her head, letting the water dribble down her skin until except for her hair, she was fully dry. Only then did she end the cycle and step out.


  You were right, Isaac. I feel much better now.


  Isaac had no response.


  She stepped in front of the full-length mirror and stared at herself. The intricate henna tattoos that ran the whole length of her body were still sharp and distinct. Gulchina herself had repainted them. In the past, those delicate lines had calmed and strengthened her, but now they only reminded her of how much she had lost. Family, friends, her dearly beloved father—all of them had perished while she had slept for years, perhaps even centuries, under the ice.


  Isaac bit his lip. The sight of Reva’s naked body gave him a heady rush. Normally, he would avert his eyes, but when the eyes he was looking through weren’t his, that wasn’t an option.


  “Sorry,” Reva said awkwardly. She turned away from the mirror and palmed open the compartment that held Gulchina’s wardrobe. 


  Her preference, of course, would be to remain unclothed. Back home on Anuva Station, nudity was considered right and normal, and the unnatural custom of wearing clothes was abhorred. But such was not the case outside her own culture, which was now thoroughly dead.


  Thank you.


  She pulled out the gray slip dress that she’d picked out from the Outworld market stall, before she and Isaac had fallen prisoner. It fit her much better than any of Gulchina’s other clothes. The fit was loose, the fabric thin and smooth enough that she barely felt that she was wearing anything. It also left her arms and shoulders bare. For Isaac’s sake, she also put on the synthleather jacket and zipped it up halfway. Her bust strained at the fabric, pulling it uncomfortably tight, but it was the best she could do. None of Gulchina’s tops fit her.


  I still don’t understand why nudity bothers you so much. In your own traditions, weren’t Adam and Eve naked and unashamed?


  That was different. Adam and Eve were innocent.


  And we aren’t?


  She dismissed the thought before Isaac could respond. After all they’d been through, it was ludicrous to think that there was any innocence left between them.


  She walked down the empty hallway to the door that led onto the bridge. Isaac’s mind closed off to her as she approached, and he refused to look up at her as she took her seat in the command chair.


  “What’s our status?” she asked aloud.


  “Everything is nominal. No sign of Gulchina.”


  She glanced at the main display. Reading her desires, he brought up a fifty light-year starmap of the local vicinity. Star’s End was still only a parsec behind them, but the vast bulk of the Good Hope Nebula spilled off beyond the field of view. On the other side of the projection, more than a hundred parsecs away, was everything they knew. Friends, family, allies, enemies—they were all more than a year’s journey through unexplored, uninhabited space.


  All except for Gulchina, of course. No doubt she was already hunting them.


  “We could still go around the other side of the Good Hope Nebula,” Isaac suggested.


  “No,” said Reva. “That’s a part of the Outworlds we don’t know. Our best route is to set a course for the New Pleiades.”


  “But Gulchina’s Marauders may already be in a position to intercept us.” And if they’re using jump beacons to set up an ambush—


  I expect they already are.


  Every jump they made sent a ripple through space, an electro-magnetic signal that could be used to pinpoint their location. Since these ripples could only spread outward at the speed of light, they were safe for at least a few more months. Sooner or later, though, Gulchina’s scouts would find them. Now was the time to make the critical decisions that would either save them or ultimately lead to their deaths.


  “There is another option,” Isaac suggested.


  “I know,” said Reva. “Tomas has pieced together only a fraction of Gulchina’s starlane, though. I may still be able to puzzle out the rest, but we have no way of knowing that it’s safe.”


  “Not unless we have someone on the inside.”


  She took a deep breath. It’s too dangerous.


  But it’s still our best option.


  He was right, of course. The starlane was a network of jump beacons known only to Gulchina herself, linking Star’s End to the rest of the Outworlds. If they could piece together a map of it from the memories of the men now frozen in cryo, it could shorten their voyage considerably. But there was always the risk of falling into an ambush. With only the three of them on rotating sleep shifts to pilot the ship, the results would be fatal for all of them.


  Isaac didn’t want to spend a year of his life in this deep space game of cat-and-mouse. The war in the Outworlds was still raging, and his brother, Aaron, was caught up in it.


  Don’t be afraid. You’ll see him again, I promise.


  But Isaac wasn’t so sure.


  She sighed, leaning back against the well-worn leather command chair. “You’re right. We need someone on the inside.”


  “Gulchina is more apt to trust a low-level officer than a mid-level one.”


  “What makes you say that?”


  Can’t you look into my mind and see?


  Yes, but there’s a difference between pondering something inwardly and saying it out loud.


  Isaac sighed. “Lower-level officers don’t threaten her. She’s a paranoid psychopath with delusions of grandeur. You remember how she pitted you against Commander Wolf.”


  “That was just one of her tests.” And I didn’t fail it.


  Yet here we are.


  “Jebe’s probably our best choice,” she said, changing the subject. “But I won’t send him out until we have a working map of the starlane.”


  “Better get to work on that, then.”


  “All in due time.”


  She stared out at the deep space starfield. The purple-blue clouds of the Good Hope Nebula reminded her of her nightmare. The billowing towers of gas and dust were static, of course, but they shone the brightest in the rifts carved by the nearby stars, whose light reflected across every wisp and filament.


  What did you think of my dream?


  Isaac closed off his mind to her. She prodded him just enough to get him to relent.


  I think it’s creepy as hell.


  His answer made her heart sink. She knew he didn’t like the connection they now shared, but she’d hoped that he was coming around to accept it. Apparently not.


  “Sorry,” he said aloud.


  “I made a promise, Isaac. This is bigger than the both of us now.”


  “I know. It’s just…” He left the thought unsaid.


  Reva put a hand on his arm. He tensed a little, but didn’t brush her away.


  “I didn’t ask for this either, but that isn’t important anymore. We’re the last hope of an intelligent race that would be extinct, save for us. They’re in us now, part of us.”


  Like a virus.


  “They don’t mean us any harm. They’re not even a ‘they’ anymore, if that makes sense. They’re us. We’re them.”


  “I know.”


  “We have to get back to civilization and spread out so that the collective is distributed,” she told him. “It’s the only way to ensure our future.”


  “And then what are we going to do?” he asked, his eyes narrowing. “Forcibly assimilate even more people?”


  Reva shook her head. “No, of course not. We’re not going to force ourselves on anyone.”


  “Even if it’s the only way to save ‘them’?”


  The force of his anger took her aback. She blinked and took a deep breath.


  “There’s no ‘them’ anymore, Isaac. Just us.”


  “‘Us’ the collective, or ‘us’ Reva and Isaac?”


  She looked him squarely in the eye. “I swear to you, Isaac, we’re not going to forcibly assimilate anyone. As for your other question, ‘us’ the collective and ‘us’ Reva and Isaac.”


  He met her gaze without flinching, but his mind was sealed off from her. She sighed and let her hands drop.


  What are you thinking, Isaac? Please don’t do this to me.


  “We’ve got a good four or five hours before the next jump. You’d better get down to the cryo chamber and see what you can learn from those men.”


  A lump rose in her throat. She mentally prodded him, asking again for him to open to her, but received no response.


  “All right,” she said, nodding. “You know where to find me.”


  It’s impossible for me not to.


   


  * * * * *


   


  Isaac waited until Reva was gone and her mind was occupied with other things. Only then did he let out the long breath he’d been holding—slowly, of course, so that she wouldn’t take notice.


  She could hear through his ears and see through his eyes, but his mind at least was still his own. Of course, there were parts of it that he had to let her explore—wide swaths, including a number of memories that he’d rather not share. But around the innermost core, he’d erected an enormous wall that even Reva couldn’t force her way through.


  That wall was the last defense of his sanity. When they’d first been assimilated, the alien overmind had been like a mighty ocean, threatening to drag him into its treacherous depths. Later, after Gulchina had carpet-nuked the planet, that ocean had almost totally dissipated. Mother-queen or no, Reva lacked the sheer power that had made the alien collective such a terrible threat.


  She already knew his secrets, but that didn’t mean she had to hear his every thought.


  Reva wished Isaac would share more with him. She knew he felt he had to keep her out in order to preserve his sense of self, but that wasn’t true. After all, was there any part of herself that wasn’t open to him?


  But if we both share every part of ourselves with each other, how will we know whose thoughts are whose?


  Of all the memories he wished he could keep from her, the one that filled him with the most shame was that moment with Reva on Star’s End when he’d lost all self-control. 


  Are you thinking about the cave?


  Isaac’s arms prickled as the memory came rushing back. Him and Reva, stranded on the planet, naked and alone and lost in an alien cave. The bubbling hot springs, not quite deep enough to cover Reva’s ample breasts. Then the alien pulses of light had appeared, melding their minds and assimilating them into the collective. Everything he’d believed about decency and honor had screamed at him not to do it, but between his passion and her willingness, they had lost all self-control.


  It’s not your fault, Isaac. It’s mine. I’m sorry.


  She was wrong, though. It was his fault for giving in to his own weakness. All his life, Isaac had been taught that sex was something to be kept within the bonds of marriage. As the oldest child, he’d always strived to be a good example to his younger brother and sister. When he and Aaron had left on their father’s starship, he’d continued to be the responsible one, going to great lengths to keep his younger brother out of trouble. What would Aaron think of him now? What was he supposed to think of himself?


  Reva didn’t see it that way. When their minds had melded, all she’d seen in him was a tangled mess of unmet needs. Her upbringing hadn’t given her any of the sexual inhibitions that Isaac’s had. It still confused her that he clung so tightly to them.


  Isaac clenched his fists. Because it’s just and right.


  Are you sure it’s not just the last part of home that you have left?


  He sighed and leaned forward in the astrogator’s chair, focusing on his mental wall until Reva was fully blocked out. The guilt he carried was bad enough without her constantly being privy to it.




  Slumbering Secrets


   


  Reva winced as Corporal Nergui’s memories swept through her mind. “Nergui” was the name that Gulchina had given him; he’d long forgotten his birth name. Most of his life had been spent in the brutal slums of Slava Dome on Tajjur V. High-adrenaline knife fights blurred with murders committed in the dark, interrupting all of Reva’s attempts to draw out anything useful.


  Exhausted, she lifted her hands and stepped away from the cryotank. Around her were the former members of Gulchina’s crew, frozen in cryosleep but still all part of the collective. The dark metal tanks that housed them were battered from reuse and toned from considerable age. Each one had a thick glass window that showed the face of the man frozen inside. Very few of their faces were peaceful.


  The low hum of the ship’s reactor reverberated from the deck below her. It always unnerved her to come to this place, but with the men frozen in stasis, she needed the physical proximity to look into their minds. It was emotionally exhausting work, though. The men were pirates in every sense of the word.


  You haven’t seen the worst of it. The men used to tell me stories that would make your blood boil. We’d be doing the universe a favor if these guys never woke up.


  We can’t do that, Tomas. They’re part of us now.


  I admire your optimism, Reva, but some people are beyond redemption. Wake
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